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Abstract: To explore dismantling oppressive power relations in design, we bring to fore
design encounters through the lens of relationality and improvisational competence.
This paper is based on the premise that, if we are to move toward decolonizing design,
design(ers) needs to re-think the organization of the design encounter and how we as
designers practice participation in such encounters. We emphasize the improvisational
nature of turn-taking in dialogue amidst asymmetric and dynamic power relations,
with design’s commitment to generating resources for future practices, and
decolonization’s commitment to re-configure power structures. After problematizing
the design encounter from a power relation perspective, we explore practice models
for developing improvisational competence. We do this by looking at the two
improvisational dialogic practices of Capoeira and Improv Theater. We focus on what
it can mean to develop skills in “improvisational competence” of relationality in design.
We first touch on our previous Participatory Design work in the language learning “in
the wild” agenda and then draw on each of our personal improvisational practices:
Capoeira martial art, and improvisational theater. We then outline possibilities for
relational improvisational design dialogue and conclude by outlining how it can be
practiced in Design education and practice.
Keywords: power relations; improvisation; relationality; decolonization

1. Design encounters and oppressive structures
How is it that we unwittingly participate in the reproduction of oppressive power structures
in the name of design through the numerous activities of designing, and what does it mean
to nurture other practices? Design processes usually entail encounters between trained
designers and other people. Trained designers rely on various methods for engaging with
non-designers. For instance, a variety of methods emerge from the social sciences and
Anthropology where immersive approaches such as “participant observation” encourage the
researcher to engage in activity with the people “under study” in their natural environment,
as the means for learning about how they organize life, how they view their world. Design
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Ethnography embraces formal and informal encounters with the “users and stakeholders” of
a project on the way to a project output (Blomberg et al, 1993). From a decolonial
perspective, the root of how Design engagements are structured, based on similar models
from Anthropology, poses a challenge from the beginning. Whether literally using
anthropology to support the colonial project or using anthropology to gather data for the
purposes of academic production, the greater researcher agenda can be seen in how the
design encounter is organized.
As Harrison (1997) describes, the early work of Anthropology exploring how different
cultures organize, has its roots in the colonial project. That is, the anthropological record
was a way to define other cultures, contributing to re-structuring the organization of
countries other to the European colonizing norm. In these cases, Anthropology worked
within a structure of power where people from a higher power position had access to
subaltern communities. This practice of describing others from a power position can be
described as the neutralization of the powerful and their cultural practices, which
consequently posed Eurocentric culture as the norm, “othering” cultures as different and
exotic (Dussel, 1977; Harrison, 1997). This neutralization of Eurocentric culture and of the
person performing the anthropological work, as well the engagement from a position of
higher power with someone in inferior positions is also present in design (Mareis and Paim,
2020). As Suchman (2002) argues, designers are not taught to be aware of their personal
position and their relation to the place and people they engage with. To exemplify, this
dynamic can be seen in quotes such as the following, which makes the designer appear as
beyond-human, with the ability to transverse cultures and contexts and engage freely with
people anywhere:
“Connections are made with real people, with their anomalies and inconsistencies,
with their rich and raw expressions, and in real contexts. This is what enables designers
to respond with ingenuity to real needs. I hope that we will continue to explore ways
to get beyond our own cultures, experiences, rituals, mental models and cognitive
structures. We need to keep alive this natural curiosity and amazement about what it
is like to be somebody else.” (Suri, 2003, p.57)

Aside from methodological issues in design encounters, intention, format and hierarchy
create power imbalances. Through the lens of colonization and extractivism, we can
interrogate the design encounter for how it is organized, how it can be re-organized, and
what competence can support this.
In design encounters, designers generally come with the agenda arising out of a combination
of the organizational context of their work and of a specific design process and engage with
other people to extract specific information that can be taken back to the design process to
move it further. This pre-defined agenda and the usage of ethnographic methods, prompt
designers to respond in forms they are familiar with, in a type of patterned behavior. That is,
to respond to the encounter based on the agenda of the design project while also following
specific engagement methods rooted in colonizing behaviors of the anthropological
tradition. Extractivism, a common relation in colonizing oppression (Dei & Lordan, 2016;
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Sehlin MacNeil, 2017) opposes the idea of relationality as, instead of creating opportunities
for all participants in an encounter to engage with the specificities of each other and
exchange as seems suitable, implies a unidirectional relation where a pre-established
agenda on one side dictates the extraction of information from the other side to employ for
their purposes. From this perspective, designers approach an encounter with a specific
intention and stance while non-designers come in with less of an understanding of what
they are getting into, why, and how it will be used. Hence, the design encounter fits
beneficially into the designer’s life while it is not intended to benefit and fit the other
people’s lives in the short term. As a response to this type of agenda-driven work, Gatt &
Ingold (2013) argue, within design anthropology, for a focus not on innovation, but rather on
improvisation in “real time” interactions between the researcher and their counterparts in
situ. They argue for a form of correspondence where the acts of design anthropology are
embraced as transformational, bringing a prospective rather than retrospective emphasis on
experiments and engagement:
“Let us, in short, think of the process of designing environments for life as a
correspondence, one that embraces not only human beings but all the other
constituents of the life world-from nonhuman animals of all sorts to things like trees,
rivers, mountains, and the earth. This is a correspondence that is not only processual
and open-ended but also fundamentally inclusive.” (Gatt & Ingold, 2013)

This response is also seen within the effort of decolonizing design in the claim for a turn
towards relational design. Relationality, also a central concept in indigenous methodologies
(see Kovach, 2009), means to engage in ways that personal stances are sources for
connection and exchange, where people can relate as individuals based on the specificities
of the moments and situations we are in. For example, Vazquez (2017), problematizing this
aforementioned entanglement of design and oppressive relations, argues for a relational
turn in design. In Vazquez’s perspective such a turn would mean to ask designers to connect
and relate personally to the place and people they design with. This in turn demands a
greater awareness from designers about their positions as well as an ability to listen and
engage through personal connections with people and place in design processes. In a similar
manner, Moran et al. (2018) take the argument further and argue for design practices that
are rooted on the location where designing happens. Based on their aboriginal perspective,
they argue that country, the place, is the source of designing and consequently argue for a
change in orientation in designing, from an external agenda-based to a design practice that
is rooted in local specificities. As we see, this argues for a relational turn in designing,
suggesting a shift from responding to situations through prescribed patterns of methods and
project agendas, to a form of responding and relating individually and specifically to people,
place and situations. Relationality in design can thus be seen as a way of encouraging and
participating in two-way interactions where all participants give and take as they see fit
based on personal stances, intentions and interests. If we are to move towards dismantling
oppression in design encounters within the effort of decolonizing design towards such a
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relational turn, we believe one entry point is for design(ers) to re-think the organization of
the design encounter.
We raise the question of how we as designers practice participation in the design encounter
to move from responding through pre-defined patterns of agenda-driven dominance to
engaging relationally and thus responding specifically. We first look at two established
relational practices, Capoeira from Brazil and Improv Theater from the US, to raise our
awareness of how responsive practices can be organized and sustained. We also look at a set
of design activities from our shared past, prototyping a Language Learning in-the-wild
course, to consider transforming a practice to a more relational improvisational form and
how design encounters can be seen as relational correspondence responding individually to
places, people and situations through what we frame as “improvisational design dialogue”.

2. Towards relational design encounters
In an exemplary design research manner (Binder & Redström, 2006) where explorations
exemplify a research program, we here explore relationally what relational design
encounters could be for decolonizing design. That is, we explore this topic traversing our
shared and individual experiences, blurring our personal and professional practices, in a
performative, conversational text seeking to project our belief in rethinking design dialogue.
While this is a shared position, it is also a conversation between two individuals, from
different parts of the world, with a long relationship shifting between friendship,
supervision, co-authorship and explorations of artistic improvisational practices. In openness
to transformations in our own relationship in the spirit of decolonization, we give space for
the influence of other practices within our biographies. We based our explorations on two
practices and a shared project as models of relational improvisational practice, while also
being aware that they have become increasingly valuable personal resources for how we
relate to each other and how we explore new possibilities within design as educators,
practitioners and researchers.

2.1 Capoeira: A decolonizing conversational practice of mutual improvement
Nicholas brings Capoeira practice as a resource to help us consider decolonization of design
dialogue through the search for balance and turn-taking, something he has practiced for
many years. Capoeira is an Afro-Brazilian martial art created as a decolonial effort in Brazil. It
is born from the mix of oppressed cultures in colonial Brazil with the goal of fighting for
freedom from slavery. The martial art was disguised as a dance so that they - the enslaved could practice while in captivity to prepare to fight to escape (Régo, 1968; Cunha, 2013).
Capoeira is practiced in a circle where two people play/fight according to a rhythm played
and sung by the people surrounding the players in a call and response manner - which is a
central trait in afro-diasporic music and indigenous music in Latin America as noted by Lopes
(2021) and Rivera (2009, p.89). In a capoeira game, players use the spaces opened in each
other’s movements to escape and counter-attack. As the capoeira game was intended to
learn to fight in order to later fight for freedom together, the game is intended as an arena
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for mutual improvement. For this, players balance power differences by finding a common
level for engaging form which they can then increasingly challenge each other with the
intention to improve together. There are no winners in a Capoeira game. Seen as a threat to
the dominant forces, Capoeira was forbidden by law in Brazil until the 50’s. However, it is
now accredited as an intangible cultural heritage of humanity by UNESCO. As explained by
UNESCO, capoeira is “[a] celebration born out of resistance against all forms of oppression”
and a “means to resist oppression and discrimination, while promoting dialogue between
individuals of different ethnicities, social classes, ages, genders and nationalities and
testifying to human creativity” (UNESCO, 2014). While the context of Capoeira is now
distinctly different from when its original form, however the practice is still seen as a way to
learn to interact with others as a preparation for life outside the Capoeira circle. While we
find that Capoeira is inspirational in relation to how it emerged as a decolonial practice out
of a colonial situation, our main focus here is on how it is organized as a type of dialogue
between two players. Here we draw on the aspects of finding a balanced level of interacting,
the goal of mutual development and the question-and-answer dynamic of interaction for
exploring design dialogue.

3.3 Improvisational Theatre: an interactive narrative practice for exploring
alternate realities
Brendon brings improvisational theater (improv), a practice and community he has been
involved for years. Improv, as introduced by the teachings of Viola Spolin (1999), propagated
by her son Paul Sills in Chicago’s Second City, Del Close and others (Wasson, 2018),
demonstrates a model of training in practice that allow a group of actors to build characters
and context in drama and comedy scenes, and even full-length plays, without any prepared
script or preparation of content. Improv is referred to as theater without a script. Often
based on a suggestion from the audience, two or more actors approach each other on stage
and, without props other than chairs, the stage and lights, create an imaginary physical
world, specific characters with backstories, and unfolding life dramas.
The interaction on-the-spot develops into stories inaccessible from one person’s
perspective, and impossible to generate through individual brilliance of one of the actors. It
is a collaborative interactional form of responsive interaction that continually makes new
moves possible, while the presence of an attentive audience with all actors visible even
while out of a scene, forces all negotiation of performance to be part of the show itself. “For
improvisation isn’t merely an analogue for democracy, it is democracy, demanding that its
individual players and audience members uphold the democratic ideal of total collaboration,
of hearing and being heard, and rewarding both sides with the very good feeling of shared
humanity.” (Wasson, 2017, p.XIII). Alternative to scripted theater where actors train to
appear authentic in their interactions with other actors, improvised theater uses a variety of
techniques to discover through interaction on-the-spot and reinforce with each other makebelieve dramas through responsiveness to each other, attentiveness to specific details,
authentic reaction to them, and repetition of what has come before in order to reinforce the
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make-believe world. This is not to say that improvisors do not make “mistakes”, it is
precisely how improvisors train their responsive instincts to accommodate, celebrate and
work through each other’s actions that turn “errors” into dramatic anchors in performance.
We are drawn to not only the practice, but what it demands to develop and sustain this type
of interactional competence.

3.4 Capoeira and improvisational theater in dialogue
Capoeira and Improv can both be considered empty-box practices in the sense that their
unfolding in real-time has a great deal of unpredictability. These empty boxes are upheld by
their organizational structures of courses or trainings, spaces, communications and events,
and the intentions of the participants are to practice and perform. The events bring
audiences. The setting, the participants, both on stage and involved as audience or in the
peripherals, influence the practice and how each specific manifestation unfolds and takes
shape. In relation to how the form is shaped through interaction, or turn-taking, the practice
of Capoeira is a dialogue between two players according to a rhythm and lyrics sung and
played by a circle of people surrounding the players (Rêgo, 1968). Capoeira has therefore
two levels of relational dialogue, one between the players and the other between them and
the surroundings - the music, the rhythm and the space. Capoeira has a series of relational
dialogue practices that stand out for our goal of encouraging improvisational relational
practices within the effort of decolonizing design, two of which are the search for power
balance and the avoidance of three first turns. As Capoeira is a preparation for fighting with
the goal of mutual improvement, the relational search for balance is central. If two players
have different experience levels, the player in a higher level has to scale down to the less
experienced player’s level and then build the game from the shared level. To make the
balance and to keep the flow of conversation, capoeira unfolds through turn taking of short
questions and answers of attacks and counter-attacks. This demands each to be present and
respond to the specific unfolding of the interaction, relating to the movements of the other
in order to respond with another movement. In a game, players try to take the other person
down by tripping the other person or hitting with the head. When this happens, players then
walk counter-clockwise in the circle as to rewind time and restart the conversation. In the
fight conversation that Capoeira is, a player should avoid doing three attacks in a row. Doing
so and leaving the other player to only duck from the attack is not only seen as oppressive as one taking over the conversation - but it is also more likely that the person attacking will
get taken down by the other as each attack reveals a vulnerable open space. In other words,
being oppressive by taking over the conversation reveals vulnerabilities that may take the
attacker down. For example, in figure 1 below we see a simple sequence where a player
changed direction to kick the player that was standing up. However, the person standing up
was in a position that facilitated taking the attacker down. As a result, the player who kicked
is taken down and laughs, happy about having a flaw discovered. The players then go into
walking counter-clockwise to reset and restart the game.
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Figure 1. Example of Capoeira

Dialogue in Improv Theater can also be seen on these two levels: between improvisers on
stage, and between them and the audience with the configuration of the venue, the
suggestions to the improvisors and their reactions in applause, laughter and other noises. It
is through these interactions that all of the content of any scene and performance arise on
stage. Rather than studying for a character ahead of time as in scripted theater, improvisers
rely upon their personal repertoires for developing their characters responsively, taking on
the characteristics given from the speech acts of others. Improvisers create characters, the
physical environment and artifacts through performative speech acts, incorporating them
into turns in interaction, and continually reinforcing the reality of their existence.
One practice is to accept the reality of what is put forward by a scene-partner at all times, to
demonstrate that acceptance and to add something to it. It is not to unwittingly accept all
perspectives, rather realities put forward by each are accepted or negotiated onstage.
Referred to as “yes, and”, such a practice allows improvisers to create a world together
through the turn-taking in interaction. When rejecting the truth put forward by the other,
the scene often collapses. Attentive listening allows the confirmation and demonstrations of
acceptance of the offers. Misunderstandings and mistakes are seen as gifts that everyone on
stage seeks to accept, makes sense of out-loud, and incorporates as the new reality. It is this
type of turn-taking that can create interactive directionality. Figure 2 demonstrates an
example of the unfolding of a comedy act when two people are engaged in a scene, and the
third actor standing on the “side-line” (Kathy) attempts to clip the scene asking for a “time
jump”, stating, “clip to a year back”. Another actor (Karl) misheard “cut to the airbag”. After
attempting to get clarification, Karl continues to enact a scene in which he is inside an airbag
as the result of a car wreck, joined by Kathy. Raising the stakes, Kathy puts her hand over her
stomach demonstrating she is pregnant, and the third actor joins on stage yelling that he will
get them out of the airbag, eventually ending in a type of childbirth within an oversized
airbag to great laughter. The story continues, driven by the unintended misinterpretation.
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Figure 2. Example of improv theater

3.1 Supporting dialogue “in-the-wild”: What does it take to transform a nonrelational learning practice into a responsive in situ practice? How do we
scaffold the development of relational competence?
The language learning in-the-wild (LLIW) program we worked on together in Sweden,
Finland and Iceland focused on reorienting language learning from the decontextualized
setting of the expert teacher-mediated classroom that favors cognitive-intensive practices,
to the real-time interaction with people “in the wild” of everyday life activities (Wagner,
2015). This reconfiguration emphasizes the material, relational and biographical resources
that can become valuable for and through interaction. Central to this approach is how to
support language learners to develop practices for learning to interact using a specific
language and to identify and use available resources to transform interactions from “taking
care of business” of an everyday encounter (such as buying a book at a book store), to a
meaningful learning event.
Within this agenda, we worked broadly on two levels of asymmetric power relations under
transformation: (1) The teacher mediated classroom, and (2) the language encounter. Within
classroom-based language education, the teacher is the language expert facilitating students
in learning the stable content of the language through lectures, exercises and homework.
Shifting the focus to relational practices of language encounters in-the-wild and supporting
students in developing interactional competence demands shifting the focus of the
classroom from language content to a practice site for developing resources for in-the-wild
activities, shifting the role of the teacher from language expert to that more of an
interactional competence coach. Within the language encountered in everyday activities,
the newcomer is generally in a disadvantaged role in relation to the business-at-hand, the
interactional set-up, and the specific interactional competence. The LLIW agenda seeks to
provide counterbalance to the inequalities, supporting the learner’s identification and use of
valuable personal and situated resources.
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It was through collaborative prototyping (Bødker & Grønbæk, 1991) of in-the-wild activities
together with a team of modern language researchers, pedagogues, designers, and Finnish
learners that we identified the potential need for a new role for supporting language
learning in-the-wild. Facilitating a 2-day workshop in Finland, we faced the challenge of how
to stage a scenario that is purposeful and semi-directed, and yet that allows the learner to
marry their personal relations to the activity. In one of the two groups, a research assistant,
Samantha, a German-speaker living in Finland for many years, volunteered to play the role
of the learner. One researcher recommended we could try to engage the personnel at the
“cable park” by the river, a water sports shop that rents out equipment and gives lessons for
wakeboarding. After Samantha mapped out verbally and on paper some ways to prepare for
the interaction, we walked to the shop, the rest of the troupe ready to support her in-thewild interaction, only to find the shop closed. Instead of leaving, we stayed and assessed the
language opportunities in the specific situation we were in. We found a notice paper with
contacts for a Facebook group and a phone number. Samantha displayed great discomfort in
the prospect of calling and speaking Finnish on the phone. Before trying to call the number,
the others supported her in finding a legitimate set of questions to ask and practiced short
dialogues. Looking down at her belly, Samantha suggested: “I can ask if it is possible to do
this while pregnant”. The call went to an answering machine, which triggered the cable park
store attendant to return her call in the evening instead. We learned afterwards through
reflections that, for Samantha, placing a call in Finnish is an uncomfortable experience, yet
receiving calls are fine. Consequently, we explored how Samantha could trigger receiving
more phone calls.
The responsive practices of the design encounter allowed a language learner to connect to
the specific situation, legitimate to her potential interests and current condition. At the
same time, we were exposed to the pressure, nervousness and stress the learner can have in
relation to the interactions in the non-native language. The design team provided
personalized scaffolding support directly before and after interactions. As a result, we
identified and began introducing a generative metaphor (Schön, 1983) that could
accommodate the new role for further developing out-of-classroom engagement as similar
to a car rally race, where a driver (learner), under pressure while driving in unfamiliar terrain
(attempting to interact in a foreign language and set of customs), benefits from the support
of a co-pilot for navigating such “in the wild” terrain by identifying physical, biographical and
language resources that can support interaction (Clark & Torretta, 2018; Lilja et al., 2019).
Through this example we see “improvisational design dialogue” amongst the participants
seeking to support an improvisational and responsive form of language learning and
language teaching. We next turn to the question of how design can support the
development and practice of improvisational design dialogue.

4. Resources in improvisational design dialogue
To explore dismantling oppression in design encounters by making them relational in a way
to respond to specific unfolding, we partially exposed three different types of
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improvisational practice as our personal and collective resources. In these three examples
we see a search for changing power relations. In LLIW we see a shift from the teacher-led
classroom towards a learner-led way of making language learning part of their life
interactions and interests. In Capoeira we see a search for a shared level and the attention
to keep short turns as the foundation to engage in an interaction that will hopefully improve
all involved. In a similar manner, in Improv Theater we see the need to be present and listen,
to accept and build through “yes, and” as a way to steer away from the imposition of one
person’s agenda over the shared scene. In light of these examples, what would it look like if
direction and outcome of design encounters (and design outputs) were defined by the
unfolding of the interaction with greater attention to balance and respectful turn-taking,
making available personal and professional resources? What are design’s checks for
balances and for entering a situation without preconceived notions of direction and
outcome, to allow for what we could call an interactive directionality? To practice such
interactive directionality, where people in dialogue respond relationality and build upon
each other, one needs to train such practice. We see that relocating the locus of design in
the improvised design encounter involves much more than one-sided perfection of method
architecture, but rather can be seen through the lens of repetitive and frequent practice of
learning and unlearning, developing competence in improvisational relational dialogue.

5. How can we practice relational improvisation for design
encounters?
What if improvisational design dialogue, practices of improvisational relational practices,
were seen as a central competence in design only available through practice, demanding a
regular training similar to Improv Theater and Capoeira? These three examples bring focus
to how interactions unfold in the present and locate the development of interactional
competence in active practice. They each focus on practicing interactive situations. These
situations, while very similar to what can take place in practice, are usually short sequences
that may never be used entirely in the practice itself. For example, in the language learning
in-the-wild, learners practice enactments using personal and local resources beforehand to
navigate the unfolding of an interaction with the intention not to create scripts, but to learn
to respond to specific situations by learning to identify and use available resources. In a
similar manner, in Capoeira, practitioners practice sequences in pairs. These sequences
combine different movements and include various physical forms of question and answer,
often practicing various forms of answering to the same movement. Similar to LLIW, the
intention in practicing situations in Capoeira is for the player to embody a way of moving
that will prepare them for practice, by developing improvisational competence to respond to
future situations. Similarly, in Improv Theater, actors practice through games which
resemble the practice with the intention of developing response mechanisms instead of
learning a script. The practice is further developed through coaching, two or more players at
a time perform scenes for a coach, receiving notes from the coach after each. These
examples highlight the importance of repeatedly practicing short sequences of situations,
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learning through making mistakes, developing a sensitivity to the uniqueness of even short
sequences of interaction. What could be short sequences for developing responsive
practices for design? This is not to be mistaken with, for example in design education,
learning-by-doing design project activities. Instead, we look to a practice space for exploring
relational improvisational dialogues, repeatedly enacting and reflecting upon short
sequences of situations common to design encounters – practice ways of activating personal
resources in interaction, practice listening to and responding to the unique ways that
interactions can unfold. As seen in Capoeira and Improv Theater, even seasoned
practitioners keep in shape through weekly training. Would the design consultancy, the
university or the inhouse designers host weekly training, a stage for enacting the wide
variety of design encounters? How do designers create space and time to practice with the
possibility to make mistakes, reflect, analyze and rethink as a way to learn being
improvisational to respond in specific? Figure 3 below imagines a format for a weekly
training stage for improvisational design dialogue practice.

Figure 3. Improvisational training stage example

6. Conclusion & discussion
Searching for balance, using mistakes constructively and welcoming and adapting to
changing relationships are examples of ways power gets shared through interaction, and
could be looked at as a form of relational design dialogue practice more on par with
language learning in the wild, Capoeira and Improvisational Theater. We explored the level
of the specific unfolding of the design encounter with special attention to how we perform
“in real time”. This is intended to complement the efforts of decolonizing design which have
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extensively covered the wider levels of how design is situated and replicates power
structures. It is important to note that between decolonizing specific encounters and
decolonizing the field, design encounters may still happen with the existence of a predefined
agenda of a specific design project, which may or may not be structurally oppressive. Hence,
we see that improvisational design dialogue is more apt for projects that have decolonial
intentions as part of its frame. Nevertheless, we believe this proposed improvisational
design dialogue can be fruitful also for traditional design processes and design education
even if the constraints of a design agenda may limit the possibilities for interactive
directionality because it may allow designers to engage and treat encounters in a more
humane way. To conclude, we summarize our proposed concept in a short definition:
Improvisational design dialogue – Unraveling partial glimpses of our individual and collective
journeys in improvised performances of potential realities through a dance of relational,
partially synchronized dialogue in the design present.
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